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This paper is essentially about difference and corporeality, that is, race and culture as 
expressed through bodies. Difference as identity can be explored by examining the 
relationship between identification, subjectivity and desire, especially desire for the 
other. ‘The history of racism is a narrative in which the congruency of micro and 
macrocosm has been disrupted at the point of their analogical intersection: the human 
body’ (Gilroy 1998, p. 843). In this reading, the body can be seen as a text. In the 
wake of the new curricular approaches to multiliteracies, my approach is 
multidisciplinary. As a film and media scholar and a teacher of English, I trace 
notions of corporeality, identification and difference by focussing intertextually on 
popular culture domains of dance, sport and film. Particular connections can be made 
between the recent film Australian Rules (2002) and the novels upon which it was 
based, along with the American film Save the Last Dance (2001), both of which 
explore interracial relationships.  
 
Because adolescents are reading popular media more frequently than they are reading 
printed texts, I will begin with what may seem like a strange link between sport, 
popular music and dance. In particular I will focus on culturally determined 
performative notions of embodiment through dance, and hip hop, where white and 
black cross- cultural syncretism has blended forms across difference. This cultural 
mixing and blending is depicted in an American interracial relationship film, Save the 
Last Dance, which parallels the boundary-crossing interracial relationship between 
Blacky and Clarence in Phillip Gwynne’s novels and his screenplay for the recent 
film Australian Rules. In both films it is the white character that experiences 
marginalisation on the basis of corporeality. 
 
What is the link between these musical forms and the worlds of film and literary 
fiction? I am concerned with what positions we are invited to take up in relation to 
constructions of gender and race in popular culture and literature, and how we can 
resist them. As a teacher of literature, I feel an obligation to challenge and resist 
negative representations of difference and to examine ways that more positive 
constructions of difference embodied and demarcated by the gender, race and class 
nexus, can become rich curricula material. In Australian adolescent literature for 
instance, representations of Aboriginality have been foregrounded in somewhat 
stereotypically and limiting ways through sport, such as in James Maloney’s Dougy 
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(1993) and Gracey (1994) and again there is a focus on sport in Phillip Gwynne’s 
Deadly, Unna? (1998). 
 
I locate myself within this paper as a reader with a set of discursive histories. When I 
was growing up I took ballet classes where the impetus for moving the body centred 
on a highly coded, aesthetic discipline of upright posture, muscles taut, feet, legs and 
arms turned outwards, perhaps ostensibly reflecting High Culture’s coinciding with 
the evolution of the species. The aesthetic effect is elite, remote and above the 
audience, classical dancers float in the air defying gravity. The predominant colour of 
set and costume is white, as are most of the bodies of famous classical Western 
dancers. When I choreographed school theatre productions, however, my Aboriginal 
students showed me some rap and hip-hop moves, which they had learned from video 
clips. To perform the now ubiquitous hip-hop tracks, which emerged from the street 
and the black clubs, the body must be low to ground, back hunched and loose, legs 
and arms turned slightly inward, as is much traditional Indigenous dance in Australia.  
 
The visual semiotics of hip-hop performance ensures that the dance and the dancer 
project an image of being ‘deadly,’ dangerous, and not to be ‘messed with’. Early rap 
began as a competitive substitute for the rival street US gangs. These performances 
actually took place on the street where people can walk and look, in awe and respect. 
The most outrageous and risky dance routines, where bodies were made to do the 
seemingly impossible, such as upside down spinning on the crown of the head, 
replaced fighting and guns. In this dance form, there is pride in being ‘bad’ and the 
image and discourse domain is decidedly masculine. Although women do dance in 
hip-hop video clips and clubs in film, they are often the sexualised scopic objects of 
the male gaze. The women wear skimpy body-hugging outfits, while the men are fully 
covered in loose, coordinated track outfits for the street. The original messages of 
anger and frustration against the system in such anthem tracks as ‘Rage against the 
Machine,’ are outweighed by less transformative narratives, which often position 
women in blatantly negative and depersonalised images as ‘bitches’, ‘whores’, and 
‘holes’. The net result of such naming along with the visual, semiotic disparagement 
of female subjectivity and corporeal image in video clips, is that these forms are not 
empowering for women at all. Performers like Nineh Cherry, however, provide 
alternative positions, by performing songs with feminist social messages, which resist 
misogynistic discourses almost ubiquitous in male rap. 
 
These primarily black dances and musical forms emerged from the street and the 
African-American clubs, accompanied by rapped lyrics, jammed and ‘scratched’ 
records and musical pastiches and mixes. Black artists deploying these mixes in the 
rap movement, syncretically appropriated music by white performers. They changed 
the rhythms, turning refrains and choruses of popular melodies from earlier white 
performers into a new style, such as Joni Mitchell’s Big Yellow Taxi, or the 
Eurythmic’s Sweet Dreams. These remixes have truly become so mainstream that this 
black syncretic style (Hall 1990) is now being appropriated by white rappers, such as 
Emenem, whose vicious, violent, mysognistic and homophobic lyrics do little to 
further the cause of the marginalised. The critical reading of this new ‘star’, however, 
is that his listeners, many of whom are teenage girls, do not read Eimenem literally at 
all, although the lyrics  might enrage my feminist and social justice sensibilities. The 
introduction above to the forms of classical dance and hip-hop and their expression in 
corporeality come together in the film Save the Last Dance. 
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Save the Last Dance 
In this teen targeted film, Sara (Julia Stiles) a white Midwestern girl, whose ambitions 
to be a classical ballerina have been dashed by her mother and protégée’s death, 
moves to Chicago to live with her estranged father. She is the only white girl at a 
predominantly black school. Her new boyfriend is a black teen from the South Side 
with a rough, semi-criminal past, but high aspirations for the future. The film explores 
this cross-race relationship, which is tested and resisted by the black community, just 
as Blacky and Clarence’s relationship in Nukkin Ya (Gwynne 2000) is tested by the 
white one. The film disrupts stereotypical mediated representations of race, in that the 
white girl is the marginal figure in this urban black cityscape and it is her ambitious 
and intelligent boyfriend Derek (Sean Patrick Thomas) who breaks through her 
victimhood.  
 
It can be argued that girls have a double battle to fight, negotiating their way through 
the minefield of discourses of corporeality, not only in relation to the mainstream 
mediated images of (mostly Anglo) girls, but also through judgement and sexualized 
standards of appearance underpinned by sexist discourses deployed by boys. 
Diasporic girls are doubly othered by these cultural models of female bodies, and 
those discourses, for them, can be further fractured by racialised embodiment 
experiences. Save the Last Dance disrupts what Judith Butler refers to as a 
‘naturalising’ practice in articulating the performativity of gender. She describes: 
 …A re-enactment and a reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially 
established…the repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts within 
a highly, rigid, regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the 
appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being.  
            (Butler 1990, p.140) 
 
Gender as performance implies a focus on material inequalities and power relations, 
and how these operate in everyday practices. I suggest that race may be perceived in 
similar ways– through corporeal performativity. Just as our white bodies don’t look 
quite right when we perform hip hop, Sara, the white girl in the romance/drama Save 
the last Dance, is described as never being able to look as good as her black rival 
dancing hip hop, because she’s a ‘milk’. She is dancing nicely, but her white body 
carries markings of her particular discursive history of classical dance ─ body upright, 
face neutral and not really enjoying herself. The couple must overcome the resistance 
to their union, whilst the black, erstwhile girlfriend competes for the desired man’s 
affections by outdancing her rival. The film’s resolution centres on the corporeal, the 
image which symbolises the cultural blending of their relationship. After rigorous 
training by her black boyfriend Derek, which is effected through a montage of 
juxtapositions between classical and hip hop dance moves, Sara performs a culturally 
syncretic blend of ballet and hip hop in an audition. This blending of black and white 
cultural forms gains her a place in a prestigious dance school in the same city where 
Derek will study Medicine. The reconciliation of the lovers is symbolised by the 
overcoming of former restrictions on their lives and ambitions. 
 
Like dance and other live performance, sport also ‘draws attention to the ways in 
which bodies carry markings of their particular histories and hyphenated 
subjectivities’ (Lo 2000, p.161). Recent Australian research on hybrid identities 
suggests that certain bodies cannot adequately perform certain sports, that, for 
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example, the Chinese body suited for gymnastics cannot adequately play Aussie Rules 
(Lo 200, p.163). The Aboriginal body, in media representations, however, has become 
stereotyped through corporeal images and physicality, through the iconic Cathy 
Freeman, and figures like Mal Meninga, Wendell Sailor, and Anthony Mundine.  
 
Like the largely masculine articulations of dance competitions in hip hop and rap 
traditions, sport simulates battle and represents a cultural performance… where 
‘specially-trained bodies act as agents of power’ (Fensham 2000, p. 172). Sport is a 
performative domain, which is both gendered and cultured. Valorising male sporting 
achievement whilst girls’ sport is played down, sits comfortably within 
‘masculinizing’ practices’ (Gilbert & Gilbert 1998, p. 18). Women’s sport is 
marginalised in the mainstream media even in programs like ABCs The Fat, which 
both parodies and provides serious comment on Australian and international sport. 
The men not only outnumber the women panellists, but they often demean the 
comments made by the regular Rebecca Wilson, who although assertive, describes 
herself as ‘always wrong,’ or having a ‘blonde moment’. Further comedy is 
constructed around minor erstwhile sport stars, which appear in a mystery line-up 
with ordinary people, usually with unfit bodies. These volunteers become objects of 
ridicule, who are grilled with silly questions as the panel guesses the real star’s 
identity. Some bodies just aren’t suited to sport, except as spectators, which brings me 




The film Australian Rules may mislead some viewers, as this is not a film about a 
football code, anymore than Bend it Like Beckham is about soccer. Perhaps this is a 
ploy to entice boys along to a film which disrupts and challenges mainstream views of 
masculinity, just as the spate of adolescent novels about Aboriginal sport may be a 
way to get boys, and in particular Aboriginal boys, reading. The title of the film 
provides a clever double take on the racism of the narrative. Unwritten historical and 
social rules  determine which racial groups associate with each other and these are 
challenged in the novel by the coming together of black and white players in the  
uniquely Australian football code- ‘Aussie Rules’.  
 
This brave new feature film is the debut of Paul Goldman, who co-wrote the 
screenplay with the novelist Phillip Gwynne. Storylines and characters from 
Gwynne’s award-winning novel Deadly, Unna? and its sequel Nukkin Ya, have been 
combined in the film, which was commissioned for the Adelaide Festival of Arts in 
2002, and caused a furore with the local Aboriginal community. The film was 
screened after much deliberation over objections against depictions of a character 
resembling someone from a Port Pearce community, on the Yorke Peninsular. This 
certainly suggests that collaboration with Indigenous communities could have been 
sought at earlier stages of the project. Goldman has defended his film in the media 
since its release, arguing that to have stopped the project constitutes an insidious and 
dangerous form of cultural censorship. In my reading of the film, however, it is the 
white community who emerge as the more brutal, bigoted and shameful. The 
Aboriginal community, on the other hand, represents solidarity, and sharing. The film 
was promoted with the slogan ‘play by the rules, live by the rules’. There is however 
an apartheid between the black (Nunga) and white (Goonya) communities in this film 
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and the central character’s navigating between the two, means that he must break 
unwritten rules.  
 
The film is based on aspects of two novels, the partly autobiographical novel Deadly, 
Unna?, and its sequel, Nukkin Ya,  are Nunga expressions for ‘Great hey’ and ‘See 
you later’. Both novels are easy to read and full of humour in spite of the serious 
subject matter of racism, interracial relationships, death and revenge. The novels 
belong to the adolescent ‘problem’ or ‘coming of age’ genres and are being studied in 
secondary schools. The film has little of the novels’ lightness and naïveté, nor does it 
depict the narrator’s ability to laugh at himself and his community’s foibles. The 
film’s tone is brutal, the landscape stark, sordid and in decay. Most of the characters 
occupying the saline, arid coastal town are nasty. The adult men are barflies, maggot 
breeders, fornicators and losers and the women are victims or sluts. The hopeless 
adult world offers nothing for the young in this fishing town. Viewers are invited to 
position themselves to identify with the young, for whom, if there is to be hope, it lies 
in escape. 
 
The central figure of Blacky (Nathan Phillips) is an intelligent 14-year-old white kid, 
caught between the literary world of his imagination and the literal world of his small 
town bigotry. His literariness marginalizes him. He reads female-targeted fiction, his 
mother’s Mills and Boons on the toilet, which partially explains his ability to fantasize 
in a romantic and highly sexualised manner for his Aboriginal friend, Dumby Red. 
The film depicts a recurring motif in a game between the two adolescent boys, 
expressing their masculinity in the pleasure of verbal sexual fantasy - Blacky narrates 
in Mills and Boon language, what a fantasy sex goddess will do to Dumby.  
 
Blacky does not have a body suited to football, unlike his friend Dumby Red, who is, 
stereotypically, a spectacular player. In typical working-class depictions of manhood, 
Blacky does not stand a chance - he is not useful with a hammer, he is weak, bookish 
and hopeless at football. Football is: 
…rarely played by women, therefore it is unambiguously male; it’s rough; it’s 
competitive – a constant test of… ‘drive’; it’s highly ritualised; and it’s 
confrontative in a way that other competitive sports are not – in the course of 
play you are constantly running up against someone and have to overcome 
him in a test of personal superiority. 
 (Connell et.al 1982, p.94) 
 
Blacky’s mother, who encourages him both to play football and to read and do well at 
school, is a battler, a victim of his father’s brutality. Somewhat like Sara’s run down 
father’s apartment in Save the Last Dance, the dilapidated house the Black family 
occupies, oozes poverty and neglect. These are white, working-class, fringe-dwellers.  
 
In the landscape of both the novels and film, the black and white communities in the 
region (Prospect Bay) are divided, separated physically by a stretch of coastline, 
whites live  in the town and blacks live in the ‘mish’ (mission). Even the local pub 
segregates the Aboriginal drinkers from the white ones. The irony is that the local 
football team is only viable when the Aboriginal boys come over from the mission to 
play. The sporting fixture allows the communities to merge, but the union stops there. 
Blacky crosses the racial divide to befriend Dumby Red (Luke Carroll), a talented 
Aboriginal Australian Rules Player, and to romance Dumby’s sister Clarence (Lisa 
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Flanagan). The fact that Clarence was a talented netball player is hinted at, but the 
reader never imaginatively shares her talent in the narrative.  
 
In the process of discovering identity, in Deadly, Unna?, the friendship must 
overcome Blacky’s initial hesitations about Dumby, which are not dealt with in the 
film. Blacky’s difference from his white ‘mates’ allows him to increasingly identify 
with other marginalised characters in a narrative, which explores displacement. Stuart 
Hall conceptualised the partial histories and narratives of displacement in our 
‘imagined communities’. This new space for identity, ‘insists on difference- on the 
fact that every identity is placed, positioned, in a culture, a language, a history’ (1993, 
p.138).  
 
Blacky begins to identify with the Nunga community by taking on some of the local 
Aboriginal language through Dumby and then Clarence. In doing so he invites 
castigation by his white friends. Pickles accuses, ‘you’re starting to talk like one of 
them’. In this identification he could be said to be experiencing the kinds of 
ambivalence articulated by postcolonial subjects in ‘fleeing the self in pursuit of the 
other’ (Brah 2001). The film highlights the romance more than the books. There is no 
stand off between the characters; in fact Clarence becomes Blacky’s bridge between 
the two cultures. 
 
Blacky is troubled in the first novel (Deadly, Unna?) by his initial attraction to 
Clarence, which he conceals from his white ‘friends’ in order to attract the attention 
of a rich white ‘camper’ girl. In the sequel (Nukkin’ Ya) the relationships between 
Blacky and Clarence and Blacky and his father represent two kinds of coming of age 
for him, processing both his gender and his sexuality. In the books, his masculinity is 
tested early on in a storm at sea and at the end of the first novel, when his father 
catches Blacky in his shed, stealing paint to cover a racist slogan in the local 
boatshed. Blacky’s intelligence means little to his father, and his good grades and 
scholarship to Kings College in Adelaide are ignored.  
 
In the sequel Nukkin Ya, the filial relationship seems almost mended when his father 
takes on the renovation of a ‘windjammer’ to bring potential tourism to the town. His 
father’s project becomes obsessive at the expense of putting food on the family’s 
table, but the male relationship seems to be temporarily repaired along with the boat, 
which becomes symbolic of rebuilding strength, unity and hope around the fantasy of 
the future. 
 
The film opens with Dumby and Blacky, already mates, sitting together in the 
dilapidated shed of the red dirt football field, commiserating over the ineffectiveness 
of their coach, Arks (Kevin Harrington). Dumby’s spectacular “Aussie Rules’ football 
prowess has been spotted by a talent scout, which sets up the need for him to win Best 
Player in the final, against a much stronger team. A contract to a city football team 
would mean a possible escape from the bigotry and emptiness of the Peninsula- his 
chance to be a sporting success.  
 
Blacky finds himself an unwitting hero through a fluke and is awarded Best Team 
Man for winning the game. The medal for Best on the Ground, however, belongs to 
Dumby Red. His ticket out of the hopeless community, however, is denied to him, 
because rather than kicking a sure goal, he had passed a ball to a cousin who had not 
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handled the ball all day. The cultural code of sharing was stronger than the 
competitive need to win. The film is not about winning or losing, but the personal 
integrity of the play or the journey in the ongoing process of discovering identity. 
 
In the film, the loss of the award to the white coach’s son paves the way for Dumby’s 
tragic demise. He joins Pretty (Tony Briggs) in an armed robbery of the pub, perhaps 
to extract an alternative prize to the one he’d been denied. In the novel the publican is 
the murderer, but the film’s central villain is Blacky’s father, Bob, who represents 
fear, loathing and menace. His violent rages leave his own family in fear of him.  
 
Blacky’s central challenge in the film is to reaffirm his masculinity by standing up to 
his father, through the relationship with Clarence. Blacky is constructed by his father 
as a ‘gutless wonder.’ Blacky’s journey from his father’s emasculation is much 
harsher in the film than in the book. His father has killed his best friend. Blacky’s 
attendance at Dumby’s funeral represents a betrayal of familial solidarity in the eyes 
of the father. At this point, Blacky abdicates from identifying with his father. He has 
begun to flee the emasculated self, constructed by his father, towards a more potent, 
sexual self, embodied by his attraction and identification with ‘the other’ through the 
literal ‘body’ of Dumby and the physical, sexual body of Clarence.  
 
In the novels we experience Blacky’s angst at discovering his father’s infidelity to his 
mother. Blacky and his friend Pickles stumble upon their adulterous fathers ‘visiting’ 
the Aboriginal women at the point. The irony of this is that the entire community 
seems set against the burgeoning love relationship between Blacky and Dumby’s 
sister Clarence. The fact that the cross-race relationship of the father is not dealt with 
in the film makes his violent reaction against finding Clarence innocently sleeping 
alongside Blacky in his bedroom connected more with his hatred of Aboriginal people 
than it is to do with his guilt over murdering Dumby Red. It is a response reduced to 
racism alone, rather than Bob Black’s guilt and hypocrisy, which in the novel, is built 
up subtly through the two volumes. What is morally worrisome is that the father, who 
both Blacky and the viewer see as a murderer, continues to live in the port with 
impunity, the common sense gap the viewer fills is that he has claimed he shot in self-
defence.  
 
Blacky courageously resists his father’s imperative to stay away from the funeral. In 
the film’s powerful and moving climax, the battered, but united family witnesses in 
the background, the final ‘stand off’ between father and son. Blacky literally stands 
up to his father, not by competing in a battle of fists, but resisting by sheer will and 
strength of character. The father leaves ‘for good’ in a vicious rage and we can’t help 
feeling that the family will be better off with him gone. 
 
The antagonist in the second novel, having moved away from the father, is embodied 
by the figure of Lovely (Pretty in the film) who menaces Blacky over his relationship 
with Clarence. Lovely sports a hate tattoo on his fingers and is a violent instigator in 
both book and film. The disclosure of the white men’s infidelities at the expense of 
the black women, who remain nameless and faceless, leads to the climax of the 
second novel. The windjammer is set alight, which symbolizes the death of the 
relationship between Blacky, and his father and his community. Lovely is framed, 




This leads to Blacky becoming a pariah and a cipher in his own town, where boats 
and the sea are people’s workplaces. Blacky has become a ‘boat burner’ in the 
cultural imaginary and the historic memory of the community. This is Blacky’s first 
real taste of invisibility, which could symbolically represent his identification with the 
other. He is no longer part of the Port, and having broken through a discursive history, 
which limited him to a hopeless life where he could never belong; this paves the way 
for his identification, reconciliation and his future with Clarence. He has become like 
‘the other’. The postcolonial writer, Homi Bhabha asserts: 
 
The minority subject inscribed as, ‘somewhere between the too visible and the 
not visible enough… requires the discriminated subject, even in its process of 
its reconstitution, [to] be located in a present moment that is temporarily 
disjunctive and affectively ambivalent. 
 (Bhabha 1998, p.32).  
 
Both in Save the Last Dance and in the Phillip Gwynne’s novels and film, difference 
is negotiated through heterosexual, interracial romantic relationships. If we explore 
difference by examining the relationship between identification, subjectivity and 
desire, two fundamental questions can be asked: firstly, ‘who are we?’ and ‘what is 
our relationship to others?’ In a Post-Cartesian view of selfhood, identity is always in 
process. In some postcolonial readings of identity, a strategic selfhood is enacted and 
articulated in relation to others. If the identity of groups and individuals is constituted 
in social relations with difference, it stands to reason that these relations and 
experiences and identifications can be enriching rather than hostile. A principal 
objection to abjection theory (that is that we know ourselves only by abjection from 
the other) is its corollary of normalising discrimination, which rearticulates 
imperialism: 
In fact, if taken as standards for identification, theories of abjection normalise 
the most hateful and threatening kinds of discrimination, exclusion and 
oppression. If rejecting and excluding what is different form our identities, 
then discrimination is inherent in the process of identification.  
           (Oliver 1998, p.175) 
 
The result of this normalisation, of course, is that discrimination becomes the status 
quo. In the texts discussed in this paper, identification with the other challenges the 
status quo. Oliver (1998) suggests that:  
…we can communicate or commune only because of our radical difference. 
This is the reason we do so. Communication across difference is not an 
attempt to master otherness. Identification, communication, communion, 
community, are possible only because of our differences. And, while there are 
wars, oppression, subjugation, hatred and discrimination, these are not 
necessary to identification; either on an individual or a group 
level…Relationships require identification across and through difference, 
identification that does not reduce the other to the same, identification as 
compassion and communion. 
 (pp. 172-3). 
 
This view of identification does occur in these fictional texts. Clarence represents a 
bridge across which Blacky may pass in his identification with the other. In the film it 
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is Clarence (Lisa Flanagan) who stands up to Bob Black in Blacky’s bedroom with 
dignity and silent resistance. It is Clarence who gently cuts through the wall of 
hostility from the Nunga boys at her brother’s funeral- allowing Blacky to mourn his 
friend’s death. It is Clarence who understands Blacky’s poetic allusions to dying 
stars- these two are cosmically connected and there is an almost Shakespearean sense 
of fate around them in the film. The love scenes provide the film’s only softness and 
the resolution, although moving, is not sentimental. The young people must leave the 
still-divided community, to survive together.  
 
In Nukkin Ya there is a parallel plotline to Save the Last Dance, when Clarence 
achieves a scholarship to art school in Adelaide and Blacky has a reason to follow her. 
The film Australian Rules ends with the two young lovers romantically swimming in 
the clear waters, symbolically cleansing themselves of the grime and grease of 
prejudice, which had tainted their relationship until that point. 
 
In a multiliteracies era of curriculum, where cultural diversity and intertextual, and 
critical examination of cross-media texts are encouraged, these kinds of examinations 
offer alternatives to earlier fictional depictions of race and gender. Texts such as 
these, which challenge racism and stereotypical boundaries can offer alternative 
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